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In Lancashire, Mr. Farrer Ecroyd had started the neo-Protec-   CHAP.
tionist agitation against "free imports without free trade" and -___,. ..' >
against all theoretical dogmas forbidding in practice the economic ^&r. 4^-49,
union of the British Empire. "Fair Trade" became a very strong
movement amongst the masses of Tory democracy. Against a
proposed commercial treaty with France, then raising her tariffs
to the further hindrance of our commerce, many Conservatives
protested.
On August 12, 1881, a motion in that sense was brought up by
Mr. C. T. Ritchie, member for Tower Hamlets. Him, too, we shall
meet again in a strange reversal of roles. In reply the President
of the Board of Trade distinguished himself pre-eminently by a
speech of devastating lucidity, as a debating effort. Seizing upon
numerous contradictions in his opponents' arguments, he knocked
their heads together with exhilarating vigour. And he wound up
by perhaps the best short statement against a food-tax that ever
was made.
"Lastly, sir, is anyone bold enough to propose that we should
put taxes upon food? ... I can conceive it just possible, although
it is very improbable, that under the sting of great suffering and
deceived by misrepresentations the working classes might be
willing to try strange remedies, and might be foolish enough to
submit for a time to a proposal to tax the food of the country;
but one thing I am certain of. If this course is ever taken, and if
the depression were to continue or to recur, it would be the signal
for a state of things more dangerous and more disastrous than
anything which has been seen in this country since the repeal of
the Corn Laws."
His friends are delighted. Morley writes1 that it is a "great
speech", and further reports Leonard Courtney's opinion: "Uni-
versally thought excellent, and much the best effort you have
yet made in the House". Simultaneously DUke tells Harcourt
that "Chamberlain should be Chancellor of the Exchequer".
Political fate has known few more impish moments of pre-
destinate irony. Chamberlain was to be more quoted against him-
self than almost any man since Burke. Twenty years later the
parts played in this debate will be exchanged with a vengeance.
Then Ritchie, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, quite sincerely
1 August 14, 1881.
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